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a. p. richardson,

Editor

EDITORIAL
If it were desired to present a composite
impression of the opinions expressed by
correspondents upon the great question
of employment in the accounting profession there would be three
main points which would stand out from all others. These would
be, first, the difficulty in finding what navigators know as the point
of departure; second, the long period of what may be called proba
tion, whether the beginner starts out under his own banner or in
the shelter of another’s auspices; third, the intermittent activity
of the work, which frequently brings the year’s total earnings
below the level of financial returns in many other branches of
labor. There are, of course, many variants of these three principal
themes, but when all the questions and complaints are boiled
down to the bare bones they are found to be these three and no
more. They are real questions, too. They affect the lives and
happiness of many people, and their influence is felt by the whole
accounting profession. Scores of inquiries are received from
men young and old, but chiefly young, who are earnestly seeking
to enter the profession and can not find the way. Some of them
are quite unfit for the work, but generally those who select
accountancy as their goal probably have the natural inclination
and predilection which are essential to success. This is an old
subject for discussion among accountants and other professional
men and the answer to the riddle is not easy, but the interrogation
arises so persistently that there seems no escape from an occa
sional review of the conditions. During the last summer in all
parts of this country there was a general lack of demand for
accountants which accentuated the unevenness of employment
and of work. It is quite the usual thing to find the summer
season a period of comparative inaction. Staffs are then reduced
to their lowest numerical strength and the superfluous men are
compelled to look for other sources of livelihood. But the
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summer of 1926 was dull and quiet beyond the ordinary, and so
the old problem of the man who is not permanently and firmly es
tablished was given a new life and an increased urgency. There
were firms which seemed to escape the general depression, but
conditions which we have described did exist in the profession
taking the country and the practitioners as a whole.
It is difficult to assign a reason for the
dullness of the past summer—it ex
tended, by the way, well into the fall—
but that is not our present endeavor. It may have been attribu
table to the hesitant condition of the financial world following the
break in the long bull market. It may have been in part the
result of steadily decreasing volume of tax cases which made it
necessary for many organizations whose chief function was the
preparation and presentation of tax returns and claims to curtail
their establishments. It may have been due to mere coincidence.
Whatever its cause its effects were clear and thus the question of
finding and retaining occupation revived. Consequently it may
be in order to consider the nature and the force of the complaints
registered by those who are adversely affected by the facts. How
is the young man to get a foothold in the profession? This is the
first and perhaps the most important of the questions at issue.
If one may judge by the records of the bureau for placements of
the American Institute of Accountants, there is a fairly prevalent
interest in accountancy among students of colleges in every part
of the country. The bureau conducted a comprehensive explora
tion of that field and found a good deal of promise. The offers of
three-year engagements to acceptable young men attracted atten
tion, and it is worthy of note that the students who actually ap
plied for registration by the bureau were of a very high average in
mental ability and scholastic record. There were more applica
tions for positions than requests for men. This was partly due
to the novelty of the plan which had not had time to become fully
known to the Institute membership. When the graduating
classes of 1927 are ready to enter their various kinds of life-work
it may be confidently expected that the bureau’s list of opportuni
ties will be much lengthened. It seems that in the last few years
there has been an ever growing demand for college graduates in
all kinds of business and professional work. One great corpora
tion after another makes its request for the best men in the grad281

Obtaining a
Foothold

The Journal of Accountancy

uating classes of certain colleges. In every sort of enterprise it
seems to be the present tendency to lay stress upon the value of
education and to require that men and women engaged for any
thing except menial positions shall have had the mental training
which a college career is supposed to involve. Yet in spite of this
general request for college graduates the number expressing
preference for accountancy is greater than the demand.
On the other hand the accountant is
always looking for good men who will be
available. It is something of a para
dox—more qualified men wanted at certain seasons than can be
found; more men seeking admission to the profession than can find
opportunity to fulfill their ambition. The college graduate has
been the particular consideration of the bureau for placements of
the Institute. The disparity between supply and demand so far
as he is concerned will be overcome by process of time. But it is
not the college graduate who makes the most energetic protest
against the difficulties. It is rather the man who has had to
make his own way from boyhood, and finds his natural bent
toward accountancy after a few years in other occupations, that
presents his case and wants to know why things are as they are.
In these comments we are thinking not at all of the man or woman
in college or out of it who wants to become an accountant because
it seems profitable to practise accountancy but has not otherwise
the slightest excuse for such an ambition. There are almost
countless young folk who would not find a permanent place in an
accountant’s office if they searched until Doomsday. They are
the unfit who must seek more congenial and appropriate employ
ment. The other classes, however, those who feel a call to
accountancy because that is the kind of work they believe they
are fitted to do, can not be disregarded—and no good accountant
wants to disregard them. How are these naturally gifted or at
least favorably inclined aspirants to gain an opening and enter
into the profession? The most frequent case is that of the man
who has spent several years in some employment which he ac
cepted in the first place because it offered a living wage. He has
taken upon himself the responsibilities of a family and a home.
He girds at the restraints and the narrow limits of his environment.
Perhaps in the hope of a change later to something more to his
liking he has spent time and not a little money in studying the
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theoretical side of accounting. At last comes the day when he
sets out to find a place wherein he may make his start in the
professional world. He may be filled with high hopes and fine
enthusiasm—all he asks is a chance to show the mettle of his
pasture. He knows that he may have to accept a salary some
what less than that he has been receiving, but he is ready to make
the sacrifice to achieve his ambition. Possibly he and his wife
by dint of much thrift have built up a small capital account and
they have made up their minds that this is to be saved against
the day when he shall make his great adventure and shall have
to accept a modest salary during the proving of his ability.
That is the beginning of the story. This
man goes from office to office and offers
his services to firm after firm. At every
door he is asked the same question, “What experience have you
had in an accountant’s office? ’’ He explains, of course, that he can
not obtain the experience until he is engaged on somebody’s staff
or on his own account. Everybody wants men with experience
but no one seems willing to engage men who lack experience.
Experience can not be had without experience preceding it—and
so on, ad infinitum, until his brain begins to whirl and his heart
to despair. And then on some black evening he sits down at his
table at home and writes his complaint and his protest against
the world. That is a fairly accurate composite picture of the
grievances of many men who have good ability, who had strong
ambition, who would perhaps adorn any profession. It is not in
the least astounding that they are disheartened and bitter. Any
man with the faintest trace of the love of fair-play about him
must sympathize. Honest hopes disappointed are a mighty
strain upon one’s sense of proportion. But there is another ver
sion of the story. It is told by the employer of men; and in
accountancy probably more than in any other walk of life this
version is convincing. Says the employer, “What shall I do with
the man who has not had experience? Sometimes—but rarely—
I can take a man from some other field of labor and because of his
transcendent ability and wide general knowledge can fit him into
a niche in my organization. Some few young men can be
brought in and trained as the college men supplied by the bureau
for placements must be trained at great expense and with no sure
promise of final reward. But for the rest experience is essential.”
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It is not reasonable to expect that an accountant will take upon
himself the liability of an untrained man for the sake of pure
philanthropy—that is, it can not be expected as a common thing.

It is quite conceivable that an engineer
or a lawyer could employ men of no
great experience in their professions and
set them to more or less useful but safe tasks in which in course of
time they would acquire a working knowledge and an experience
which would fit them for the higher duties of those professions.
With an accountant it is not so. His senior assistants in many
cases outnumber his junior assistants. The seniors, of course,
must be competent to work without constant supervision and
they can not reach that state of proficiency without some years of
experience in the field. Even the juniors are expected to have
had some experience, and if they have not their value is very
small. They can not step over from the liability to the asset side
of the firm’s account until they know by actual experiment how
to work. A man may be steeped in theory and yet fail wofully
in practice. The employer must think first of his duty to the
interests he serves—public, client, the profession, himself—and
he may not out of sympathy, friendship or any other excellent
motive engage men for his active staff when he is not confident
that they are competent and can render the required service.
This does not mean that every member of every staff is a fully
qualified man—Would that it did!—but it means that the
employing accountant should use due care and reasonable dili
gence to select only those men who ought to be competent. This
is the other side of the question and it is as unanswerable as the
first. The man who has not had experience is not in demand and
so apparently a great but unavoidable injustice is done. It is
altogether commendable in any man to seek to improve his
condition and to set himself upon what he believes to be the high
road to success and happiness. It is altogether comprehensible
that an employer is reluctant to add to his payroll men whose
experience is all ahead of them, whose abilities are yet to be
demonstrated, whose adaptability is a matter of uncertainty. So
we come back almost to the point from which we set out and the
answer, that is to say the satisfactory answer, is still to be found.
There are some suggestions, however, which may be helpful to
those who feel that they are the victims of unmerited misfortune.
284
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In the first place we believe that the
hopes of a great many men and women
have been raised to a pitch of absurdity
by the lying advertisements of some so-called institutions of
learning. It is a crying shame that apparently nothing can be
done to check the outrageous and specious allurements that are
dangled before the eyes of our people. There is a lot of so-called
inspirational advertising which must owe its genesis to the spirit
of evil. Perhaps the time will come when a legal method of
restraint will be found and when the advertising of all intangible
things such as education will be governed by a kind of pure food
and drugs act. It is possible, as several well-known correspond
ence and residence schools have shown, to advertise educational
facilities without making an ass of oneself or a dupe of the un
sophisticated reader. The unscrupulous dollar-pursuing organ
ization which holds out the bait of sure preferment to all who buy
its wares is doing an immense injury to an amazing number of
people who might be expected to know better than to believe all
that they read. There is not a shadow of doubt that many of the
disappointed aspirants to accountancy owe their trouble to the
misrepresentations made by advertisement in print and even
more by salesmen whose every word is a lie. In the second place
we believe that the unfortunate conditions are due to a national
characteristic of all good Americans. We generally think pretty
well of our powers and possibilities and few of us are content to
remain in that condition whereto we were born. It is a splendid
trait. Perhaps it has done more than any other one thing to
send America ever forward on her way. The people that is con
tent is dead. Yet there may be individual cases in which it would
have been better for all concerned if personal limitations had been
recognized and it had been resolved to remain in one’s originally
accepted calling and to excel therein without reaching out to a
phantasmal crown in another kingdom. Failure to know one’s
limitations is often the cause of making a mess of life. This has
something to do with the question under consideration.
Some are
Deceived

What has been written above does not
offer an answer to the question which
arises in the case of a man who has
genuine native ability and an honest desire to find a way by which
his talents and tastes may be served. His is the hardest lot of all
285
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because if he fails to find employment he is really missing some
thing he might have had. To such a one the only advice can be
to go slowly. It is folly to give up an assured livelihood for the
sake of an uncertain engagement. Far better is it to make
reasonably sure of the professional employment and that it has
permanent possibilities. It seems almost unnecessary to remark
that jumping overboard with no shore or another boat in sight is
scarcely judicious even for a good swimmer. In most cases the
man who wants to enter accountancy knows personally some
member of the profession. If he does not, he can usually contrive
to do so. Then by steady preparation in the academic matter and
by sincere effort to find a safe footing in the profession he will
reach his goal nine times out of ten. The experience which is
required will involve sacrifice and the ultimate success is not
certain, but at least the man who makes up his mind to find a way
will probably find it. And that is about the best that can be done
to answer the question of the man who has tried and tried again
to enter accountancy and so far has found the gate barred and no
way around. He may not be transported in spirit by the prospect
but if he is a person of an impartial and reasoning mind—as every
accountant should be—he will admit the justice of the argument
by the employer that as the conditions are which govern the
practice of accountancy the demand for experienced men must
be obeyed. Those who lack experience must come in through
a comparatively small opening or be content to do such unimpor
tant work as that which falls to the lot of the most juvenal junior.
To those who do enter, who stick to their task, who have the gifts
requisite, the reward may be slow in coming but it is worth while
when it comes, because it is success in that walk of life in which
the well adapted man can go with swinging stride and a singing
heart.
The second part of the general question
A Long Period
concerns the probationary period in
of Probation
which a man is given a chance to prove
his fitness. The length of it depends, of course, upon ability
and earnestness, but it is protracted always. It involves years of
work which will be hard if it be not congenial, and many a young
accountant comes to the conclusion that the game is not worth
the candle. But what is true of accountancy is true of every
profession; the conditions are not extraordinary. If a man has
resources sufficient to start for himself he will be wise to expect and
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to anticipate lean years. No professional practice is built in a day.
The man who joins the staff of an established firm will have no
instant cause to worry about a financial return, for he will know
what to expect and must govern himself and his expenditures
accordingly. He will probably gain a wider experience in the
employ of an established firm than he would obtain by working for
his own account, and if he is alert and receptive he will become in
due time able to assume the responsibility which goes with in
dependent practice. But in either case it is a matter of years, not
months, and patience will be needed before success can be reached.
The trouble with many people is that they expect to reap almost
before they have sown. They forget that they are members of
a learned profession which in the very nature of things means a
long apprenticeship and unflagging perseverance. This portion
of the charges against accountancy does not seem to us worthy of
much consideration or sympathy. It is part of the day’s march
and must be encountered without astonishment or repining. If
misery does indeed love company the young accountant may con
sole himself by turning his gaze upon the hosts of young and some
older lawyers, physicians, architects and engineers whose shingles
swing idly in the wind of many a year before the passing throng so
much as pauses to note their presence. There are too many
familiar stories of the hungry young lawyer or physician to excuse
the ignorance of anyone who enters upon any profession with
a lightsome assurance that fortune will knock at once. Fortune
sometimes lingers unconscionably long around the corner in the
professional as in all other worlds—longer in the professions per
haps than any other where.

The third point upon which the problem
turns is the seasonal character of the
work, and this is of vital import not only
to the employee but to the employer as well—not only to the man
with a small practice but to some extent at least to him whose
practice is greater. Three months in every twelve may be
counted upon to be active. The other nine may be painfully
passive. So we find an urgent demand for good men at the
beginning of the busy season gradually becoming less until at the
end of the three months there is no more demand and the “laying
off” process begins. Then the men who have been engaged to
carry on during the activity are weeded out and only those who
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have made themselves indispensable are retained on the payroll.
This unhappy time is generally at the end of March. Without
looking at one’s calendar it would be possible almost to know the
day and the month by the number of men who report themselves
available for employment. It is all very regrettable and in
theory it should not be, but the facts are undeniable. So long as
business continues to crowd its fiscal year endings into one day of
all the year, so long as the thirty-first day of December is canon
ized as the day of days upon which the fiscal period must ter
minate, and so long as tax laws require returns within less than
three months of the fiscal closing, just so long will this deplorable
condition exist and the whole question of employment will be
complicated thereby. At the beginning of the busy quarter
year is the time when the entering into the profession is easiest.
At the end and for several months thereafter it is most difficult.
No man wants to labor, if he labor at all, for only three months in
the year. On the other hand no employer not an out-and-out
philanthropist can maintain a staff in good times and bad the
same. It is one of the great drawbacks of accountancy that it is
uneven in its temporal distribution. It is inimical to the building
up of a staff sufficient at all times to meet any demands which may
be made in the height of activity. That would be the ideal state
of affairs but only in the case of a very small minority of practising
accountants is the work so spread over the year that the ideal is
attainable.
In a good many words and without any
Worth While
satisfaction
to ourselves we have dis
After All
cussed this pregnant question of employ
ment. So much is said and written in the way of complaint that
it seems necessary once in a while to deal with the problem even
if no complete solution offers itself. It is a thousand pities that
the difficulties are so many and that the entrances are so few.
The business world needs more public accountants and from year
to year the demand will grow. Something must be done to
attract the right kind of men. Perhaps some sort of expansion of
the Institute’s bureau for placements will be attempted and it
may accomplish something beneficial; but it will not change the
fundamental conditions which are the true cause of the difficulty.
Yet when all is said and done, when the obstacles are fully seen
and not fully surmounted, when the uncertainties and lack of
continuity are remembered, it still remains to say that the pro
288
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fession is a thing of joy; its possibilities for serving one’s fellow
man are immense; its successes when achieved are considerable;
it is the medium through which truth may be made to shine. To
every accountant sooner or later comes an hour when he suffers
a sense of discouragement and impatience. This comes not only
in the novitiate. The entering in by way of the paths open in this
country is not without obstruction (it is easier perhaps by the
apprenticeship system of Great Britain), the probationary period
is long, the work unevenly distributed, but nevertheless it is
a good thing to be a fair and able accountant and a very splendid
thing indeed to adorn by unselfish service a profession whose
foundation is truth.
There is welcome evidence that the New
The Auditor’s Responsi
bility for Inventories York stock exchange is taking an in
creasing interest in audits and the sig
nificance of audited statements. This will undoubtedly raise
questions regarding the actual and proper scope of audits. One
of the most important questions will be the extent of the examina
tion in respect of inventories. At present the federal reserve
bulletin perhaps constitutes the best known standard. Bankers
have at times urged that accountants should assume a far larger
responsibility and particularly should undertake to verify quanti
ties. This attitude was expressed in an address called “ Impor
tance of the verification of inventories in connection with frauds,”
delivered before the New York State Society in 1924 by Walter
E. Sachs. The opposing view, which to the best of our recollec
tion has not been set forth at all fully in these columns in recent
years, was stated by George O. May in an address recently de
livered at a meeting of the Society of Certified Public Account
ants of the State of New Jersey, at Newark, in a manner which
we believe expresses the opinion held on this subject by members
of the profession who have devoted the deepest and best con
sidered thought to the subject. The quotation from this address
which follows embodies Mr. May’s conclusions:
“I am whole-heartedly opposed to any such proposition. In the first
place, I do not believe the verification of physical inventories is within the
competence of auditors; in the second place, I do not think any case has
been made out for the verification of inventories in the manner suggested
either by auditors or by any other independent experts.
“As in most other financial matters, the problem presents different
phases in the case of the large and small corporations respectively. In the
case of the large companies the loss to an individual grantor of credit in a
particular case might be substantial and very serious. In such companies,
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however, if a reasonable system of inventory is in force (and it is a part of
the ordinary procedure of audit to see whether such a method is employed)
then the collusion necessary to perpetrate an inventory fraud on any large
scale is so extensive that only the most desperate of dishonest executives
would ever think of resorting thereto.
“In the case of smaller companies, deliberate falsification is no doubt
more easily effected, but unless and until experience shows it to be a
common occurrence, grantors of credit should find their protection in the
distribution of risks and rely on the law of averages rather than attempt
to enforce safeguards involving an expense wholly out of proportion to
the demonstrated risks.
“The conclusions thus reached by reasoning are confirmed by experience.
“Going back over the experience of my own firm in the last thirty years
I find it difficult to recall more than, at most, a single case in which material
overstatement of inventories occurred that would not have been disclosed
by the work done in an ordinarily efficient audit, but which independent
inventory checkers might reasonably have been expected to detect. In
the course of this period we have by ordinary audit methods in very many
cases found that inventories were overstated either in quantities, as the
result of incorrect methods of inventory determination, or in valuation.
“I think those who advocate a complete change in the auditor’s work
and responsibilities in relation to inventories both overlook the great prac
tical value of the work now done by auditors in relation to inventories, and
also greatly exaggerate the value and importance of the further verification
which they would like auditors to undertake.
“If the question be considered, as I think it should be, from the stand
point of a comparison between the risks involved and the costs of eliminat
ing, or materially reducing, those risks, then I am satisfied that the
independent verification of annual inventories will be found not to be a
practical suggestion. The demand has arisen, I think, as a result of a few
sporadic cases and I feel sure there will always be enough experienced men
in both the banking and the accounting worlds to appreciate the unwisdom
of adding to the general credit system an expensive piece of machinery, the
need for which seldom arises. No doubt, however, special inventory
verification should and will be made where suspicions are aroused or un
usual conditions seem to make them necessary.”

It would be interesting to have further expression of opinion on
the subject and to determine whether the membership of the In
stitute as a whole favors an extension of the responsibilities of
members in this respect or takes the more conservative view in
dicated in the above quotation.
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